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Dear Professor King, 
   GM Science Review. First Report. 
 
I wish to make a few comments on this Report. As a retired Occupational Health Physician with previous 
experience in community  medicine I have been especially interested in the problems posed by the 
introduction of GM technology. I have studied the application reports concerning many of the GM crops 
being considered for both Part C and Part B approval and I gave evidence at the Chardon LL inquiry. 
I consider that your Review Panel has produced a very comprehensive and fairly balanced overview of the 
scientific issues involved in the introduction of GM crops. I have the following comments: 
1. I do not consider that the Executive summary gives an adequate picture of the breadth of the full 

Report. Some of the phrases used do not do justice to the analyses in the full Report. They suggest, for 
example, that conclusions can be drawn from somewhat unscientific statements, such as comments that 
human health is unlikely to be at risk since millions of people have consumed GM food for 7 years 
without any apparent ill health. This is the kind of statement that creates mistrust. In the Report  itself 
the situation is fully discussed and explained.  

2. However, many will only read the Executive summary  and most members of the public who stop to 
think about the possible risks would realise that even in the USA only a proportion of food will have 
contained a significant  GM content for as long as 7 years. They would also realise that long term 
effects may not be recognised for many years if the situation is not actively investigated. The history of 
the recognition of the relationship of mesothelioma with asbestos is an example. 

3. The Report rightly highlights the essential role of peer reviewed research in establishing the safety of 
individual crops. It is allowed that some work will not have been published yet may be acceptable. My 
own complaint is that a high proportion of this research that I have studied does not meet this standard, 
yet the products are still approved. These crops are intended for food, human or animal. The fact that 
most of the constituents of our diet have never been tested is irrelevant. Basic foodstuffs have been 
accepted because they have been consumed for many hundreds of years and the risks have emerged by 
trial and error, to the detriment of those who have suffered from unsuspected adverse effects. Now new 
proteins are being introduced into familiar foods and fortunately we are now sufficiently aware of 
potential problems to take precautions. 

4. There appears to be a tendency in some quarters to regard the safety tests as simply a matter of 
carrying out a simple toxicity test of the kind used to establish the LD50 value and so determine the 
acute toxicity of the transformed crop. The Report points out that long term studies are needed and that 
the whole food should be used as well as the expressed protein. Practical difficulties are recognised, 
but good trials are not impossible. I would hope to see the importance of adequate statistically sound 
studies being stressed even more and also the need to include such  programmes in the monitoring 
plan. The Imperial College have, for instance, suggested a practical programme for human monitoring 
which the FSA will be considering. 

5. Much public criticism comes from the small amount of safety research carried out and the difficulties 
of obtaining access to the reports of such research. Too many applications simply refer to studies and 
the claims they establish. It is never clear whether there are more detailed studies that are confidential. 
If this is the case then the research should be published without the confidential in formation. It is 
difficult to see how a safety assessment can ever need to be confidential on commercial grounds. 

6. The need for a high standard of safety research is especially so when the modification means that the 
crop is itself expressing the pesticide and that this will be eaten in the food. The Report examines the 
effects of Bt and similar GM crops in some detail but it does not stress sufficiently the possible dangers 
of including such endotoxins in our diet.  It observes that they have not been tested on herbivors but no 
mention is made of humans. We have the situation where safe levels are set for pesticide residues in 



foods, levels are regularly monitored, full safety evaluations are carried out and the HSE monitors the 
operators.   

     Yet the pesticide when expressed in the crop itself, and therefore in the food, will be uncontrolled and 
unmonitored. It appears that in spite of the recent work suggesting that some of the many Bt endotoxins 
may be capable of at least irritating the mammalian gut if consumed,  the product is being regarded as safe, 
again, with what appears to be, inadequate research.  
     The incorporation of any pesticide in food should surely be regarded as fundamentally different to 
applying it externally. Safety should be considered in the Report as a special issue. (Neither the US EPA or 
the Pesticides Safety Directorate appear to have considered the safety of Bt endotoxins other than in terms 
of operator exposure when spraying bacillus Thuringiensis  preparations). 
 
7. I believe that the issue of the development of insect resistance from Bt crops has not been emphasised 

enough in the Report. The very extensive requirements put into effect by the EPA  show how 
concerned producers and biotechnology companies are in the USA.  No Bt crop is yet approved for use 
in the UK but it will not be long before they arrive. The practical difficulties of establishing insect 
refuges would add to those of separating GM and non GM crops. 

 
Yours sincerely, 
 
Patricia Elliott. MD. MFOM. DPH. 


